Vegetarianism makes most nutritionists uncomfortable. Textbooks usually include a section on vegetarianism that may define the term, and then after admitting protection against some chronic diseases, mutters darkly about dangers of lack of protein, calcium, iron, zinc and retinol, warns of vitamin B 12 deficiency and anorexia in vegetarian girls, and advises vegetarians to go consult a doctor. The general impression given is that vegetarianism is barmy.
A Hindu or a Seventh-day Adventist would have fun turning the tables, with an evidence-based treatise on the horrid fate awaiting those who eat meat and animal foods. Such an argument can also be based on evolution. William Lambe, who encouraged Percy Bysshe Shelley to become vegetarian, wrote: 'I am at length convinced, that man is in his proper nature strictly to be ranked among the herbivorous animals; and that the use of flesh of animals is a deviation from the laws of his nature, and is universally a cause of disease and premature death'.
However, debates on the shape of teeth and length of guts, or on whether apes snack on small animals and insects as well as fleas (which they do) are by the way. Characteristically, people are vegetarian not so much for the sake of their physical health, but for the good of their souls. So no wonder the classically trained nutritionist feels uncomfortable. Souls are metaphysical; they cannot be subjected to meta-analysis. They do not have precursor lesions and are not stunted or wasted; not, that is, except in spiritual senses.
Tristram Stuart's splendid and sprawling book, resplendent with 150 pages of bibliography and notes often from primary sources, is in the grand tradition of Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy and Sir Thomas Browne's Pseudoxia Epidemica. As with these other independent scholars, he can expect his choicest sources and sayings to be pillaged by others.
India amazes foreigners. In the 1660s François Bernier was court physician to Aurangzeb, among the most mighty monarchs in the world. He observed with amazement the vast armies maintained by the emperor. Whereas European soldiers would march only when provisioned with barrels of beef and beer, 'prodigious and almost incredible' Indian armies marched light, fighting sustained by dried lentils and rice. Accurate artillery, not physical strength and endurance, is what later conquered India.
A theme of the book is the influence of the Gymnosophists, the Brahmin priest caste, custodians of the Sanskrit scriptures, believed to be descendants of the Brachmanes consulted by Iskander (Alexander) at the end of his march to east in the Indus valley. The Gymnosophists usually avoided meat, as an expression of their basic beliefs about the place of humans in the living and physical world. It seems likely that their philosophy inspired Pythagoras, who travelled to Persia and India in search of deep wisdom, and whose doctrines were the basis of Plato's thinking. Apollonius of Tyana, born at the same time as Jesus then known as the Nazarene, preached vegetarianism as necessary for harmony with nature. Gnostic gospels identify Jesus as vegan, and therefore also a rebel against the dietary and other ordinances of what is now known as the Old Testament.
Ever since Alexander and Pythagoras pondered the significance of Gymnosophist philosophy, with its altogether more modest view of humans in the living world than those that developed by orthodox Christianity, vegetarianism has been continually identified as a key to the good life.
As well as John Evelyn, Isaac Newton, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Henry David Thoreau, and Mahatma Gandhi, Tristram Stuart uncovers the stories of other remarkable people. Thus John Oswald, sent to India in 1782 as a Black Watch office to help in the overthrow of Tipu Sultan, revolted against the brutality of the British conquerors, deserted, sat at the feet of Brahmins, became socialist and vegetarian, made the journey overland to Britain and surfaced in Paris as a commander in the revolutionary army. His colleague Henry Redhead Yorke noted that Oswald 'dined on his roots' at a party with fellow members of the Convention, and proposed that everybody throughout France suspected of opposing the revolution be executed. Thomas Paine, an inspirer of the revolutions in what is now the United States as well as in France, was present. He responded: 'Oswald, you have lived so long without tasting flesh, that you now have a most voracious appetite for blood'.
Vegetarianism in its various forms is a practice and often a philosophy derived from social and environmental as well as ethical convictions. In addition, although vegan diets can be constructed from white bread, margarine, sugar and whisky, the biological benefits of most forms of vegetarian diets are well attested.
The last thought here is with Shelley, anticipating Frances Moore Lappé's summaries of the work of Marcia and David Pimentel of Cornell University. He says: 'The quantity of nutritious vegetable matter consumed in fattening the carcass of an ox, would afford ten times the sustenance, un-depraving indeed, and incapable of generating disease, if gathered directly from the bosom of the earth. The most fertile districts of the habitable globe are now actually cultivated by men for animals, at a delay and waste of aliment absolutely incapable of calculation'. G Cannon A Casa Colonial, Parque Imperial, Sao Pedro, Juiz de Fora, Minas Gerais, Brazil E-mail: GeoffreyCannon@aol.com
